
Migration has 
been a 

feature of 
human 
culture 

throughout 
its history 



Some migration is voluntary, some is involuntary; sometimes the difference is not 
always clear...
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Migration is an important fact of global culture today



GLOBAL MIGRATION TRENDS: AN OVERVIEW

� Approximately one in seven people today are migrants: 232 million people are 
international migrants, or 3.2% of the world population, and 740 million are internal migrants.

� Since 1990, the number of international migrants increased by 65% (53 million) in the 
global North, and by 34% (24 million) in the global South (UN-DESA). While the number of 
international migrants has increased in absolute terms, the share of international migrants in 
the world population has remained fairly constant in the same period, oscillating around 3%.
2014).



UK migration statistics

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/migration1/migration-statistics-quarterly-report/august-2014/index.html


The ‘triangular trade’ drove 
the expansion of commerce 

in the 18th century

The geographical and 
imaginary space which the 
triangular trade delineated 

became the location of what 
Gilroy calls ‘The Black Atlantic’

Arguably the most 
important migration of the 
modern epoch was most 
definitely not voluntary



Gilroy’s books such as The Black Atlantic and Between Camps are excellent starting points for any 
further reading on these subjects. 



The challenge of encountering other cultures, of justifying their subordination, and of 
facing the possible provisionality of Western cultural norms, has provoked a long history 
of anxiety on the subject of ‘race’ and ethnicity.

Arguably the very concept of ‘race’ is an invention of the modern epoch

But it was an idea that was always contested by defenders of universalist and humanist ideas



Even after the abolition of 
slavery in the UK, Imperial 
violence continued to be 

fundamental to the expansion 
of capitalism through 

‘primitive accumulation’



The colonisation of India was probably 
the most important example
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Mass immigration to the Uk 
began in 1948, but the 

willingness of  non-white 
communities to assimilate to 
British culture was quickly 

eroded by the racism that they 
encountered



c. 1971



It’s worth keeping in mind that, arguably, public support for social democracy 
and the welfare state never really recovered from the collapse in confidence in 
the idea of Britain as a culturally and ethnically homogenous nation that 
occurred in the 1970s.

‘Multiculturalism’ emerged as a response to the perceived crisis in ‘race 
relations’ in the 1970s

In more recent times ideas of ‘hybridity’ and ‘cosmopolitanism’ have displaced it, 
at least in some quarters. 



The theorisation of ‘race’ is a complicated business, because the most important thing which can be said about ‘race’ is 
arguably that it does not exist at all. There are no identified correlations between the genes which produce skin tone, 
eye-shape etc and behavioural characteristics or aptitudes, and the genetic differences between individual humans 
possessing those different physical characteristics are in no way comparable to those between, say, different breeds of 
dog. 

On the other hand, the legacy of slavery, racism and colonialism is a deeply inbuilt set of prejudices and experiences of 
discrimination which cannot be simply wished away. This is precisely what is at stake in political debates over the 
existence of ‘institutional racism’ for example. Liberal mythology would like to believe that racism is merely an effect of  
‘prejudice’, of which individuals can easily be cured. Clearly, it’s not as simple as that. 



Frantz Fanon
1925-61

Was a key early theorist of the experience of ‘race’



The experience of anti-colonial struggles around the world and of struggles against racism 
within many countries has produced a rich tradition of political and theoretical writing. 

Writers such as Foucault and Barthes were motivated to move away from classical 
Marxian accounts of power in order to understand the complex relationships between 
colonised and colonisers. 

Fanon is today seen as a key progenitor of what came to be known as ‘post-colonial 
theory’, whose later exponents include writers such as Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha, Stuart 
Hall, Achille Mbembe and Jasbir Puar.  Their work often tends to stress in different ways the 
composite, inevitably-mixed nature of all social identities.  



The problem is often how to acknowledge this fact without simply endorsing a 
naive elite cosmopolitanism which ignores the reality of racism as it is practiced 
and experienced on many levels. 

An important issue is always to understand the multiple ways in which ‘race’ 
intersects with experiences of class, gender, sexuality, etc.  For example, as Stuart 
Hall put it in 1978 , in many modern urban contexts,  ‘race is the modality through 
which class is lived’ . This was something which Cultural Studies was trying to 
work through long before Kimberly Crenshaw (an American legal scholars and 
practitioner of ‘Critical Race Theory’) coined the term ‘intersectionality’.

‘Cosmopolitanism’ has become an important term in some debates around these 
issues in recent years. 



The word ‘cosmopolitan’ comes from the Greek - 
Cosmopolis

•Cosmos = Everything 
•Polis = City 

Cosmopolis= The Universal City 



Cosmopolitan  

-Worldly, International, Eclectic, hybrid 

-Tolerant, pluralistic, urbane



Cosmopolitanization
• The process by which contemporary cultures ‘become cosmopolitan’. 

• Beck understands this process in terms of the pluralization of borders 

• This is the process by which our social relationships become much more complex, as we find ourselves 
‘bordering’ diverse groups and individuals  

For example: 
  

•  Neighbours and friends from many cultures 
• Different social networks at home, at school, at work, at university 
• Different groups and individuals we encounter when travelling for pleasure, for work. 
• People we only meet online. 
• People we buy goods or services from directly or indirectly (Chinese textile workers, for example) 
• People we sell things to directly or indirectly (employers, the shareholders of the companies we work for, 

etc.)



Some thinkers see cosmopolitanism as a useful way to think about the 
relationship between The Universal and the Particular 

• The Universal is that which applies to everybody 
and includes everybody  

Examples 
•  ‘Human Right’s are supposed to apply to every 

person equally 
• Christianity promises salvation for all who come to 

Christ 
• Communism sought to liberate all of humanity by 

making everybody equal 

• The Particular  is that which applies only to 
specific groups or individuals 

Examples 
• In the UK, access to social welfare is only for 

British citizens and those formally recognised as 
refugees 

• Religions such as Judaism and Hinduism were 
traditionally only the faiths of particular ethnic 
groups 

• Various kinds of nationalism defend the interests 
of one national group against all others

So cosmopolitanism tends to be radically universalist in 
character, offering a shared culture of plurality and complexity 
and rejecting all particularistic approaches



This is all very abstract, but it is really a way of trying to get at the very knotty and important 
problem of who ‘we’ are in any given situation. This is a crucial issue because the question of 
who ‘we’ are will determine who we owe any kind of duty of care and responsibility to. 

Today we can see this played out in political debates on immigration. It’s interesting to reflect 
that although British political culture has arguably been quite resistant to classical racism (a 
point brought out in books such as Mica Nava’s Visceral Cosmopolitanism), today anti-
immigration sentiment is running very high. Is this old-school racism in disguise, or is it 
something different? And is it possible imagine a popular cosmopolitanism (or what writers 
such as Stuart Hall call ‘vernacular cosmopolitanism’) gaining ground in order to resist it?

Most public discourse and most philosophical reflection on the issue (eg Derrida’s deployment 
of Levinas’s ideas to argue for an ethics of ‘hospitality’) stresses the idea of our ethical 
responsibility to those who come from elsewhere in need of help. 
 
One interesting exception to this the writing of Hardt & Negri, which refuses to accept that 
migrants are ever passive victims of circumstance. 



The ontological fabric of Empire is constructed by the activity beyond measure of the multitude...the 
multitude’s resistance to bondage - the struggle against the slavery of belonging to a nation, an identity and a 
people...is entirely positive
(Hardt & Negri 2000: 361)

The constitution of the multitude appears first as a spatial movement that constitutes the multitude in a 
limitless place. The mobility of commodities, and thus of the special commodity that is labour-power, has 
been presented by capitalism ever since its birth as the fundamental condition of accumulation. The kinds of 
movement of individuals, groups and populations that we find today in Empire, however, cannot be 
completely subjugated to the laws of capitalist accumulation - at every moment they overflow and shatter the 
bounds of measure. The movements of the multitude designate new spaces, and its journeys establish new 
residences. Autonomous movement is what defines the place proper to the multitude. Increasingly less will 
passsports or legal documents be able to regulate our movements across borders. A new geography is 
established by the multitude as the productive flows of bodies define new rivers and ports.
(Hardt & Negri 2000: 397)

Does the recent and older history of migration and its cultural consequences 
illustrate the truth of these propositions?


